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Interview with Bones Hooka

Matthew (Bones) Hooks, who for years worked on Panhandle ranches as a horse
wrangler and "brono-tuster®, kmowms mamy tales of cowboy life in the early days, tut he
refases to tell the most interesting ones® becauses it weuld rattls skeletons in the
¢losets of prominent familles"-—old=timers who are still liring or their descendants.

Bones, without calling esbarrassing nemes, recitss a case in point. Called as a
witness before a grand jury recently, he recognized in the judge a plomser cattleman.

"Bones, do you kmow anyone who has gtolen cattle®=—the judze cmaght the zlint of
memory in the plercing Vlask syes and hastily added-"now?® And Bomes, whose lips hal
been forming the question, "What time ﬁn you talking sbont, Judge?® conld honestly
angwar, "Ho®.

Both of them were recalling a certain day in the past when the judge, then a
youly man fust starting out iz the ocattle business, and & young Fagre cowboy drove B
fine young mals calf from the pastures of the Capitol Syndicate (XIT Banch} to the
white man's ranch,

The embryo cattleman cculd mot afford to btuy & geed tmll--Bones said Peurly¥;
ke would not use the word "rll® befers & lady interviewir——which he needsd for breeding
purposes. He went to the Wegro cowboy, who was worklng ¢an the XIT at the time, and
asked him if he knew where he could gat tme. Bomss locked over the range and, seeing
fno ons near, sslected a finme-looking eal?, whick they drove toward the home ranch of
the judge-to=be, OComing upon a still better snimal, Boneg exchanged the tired ealf for
the other, and proceeded on his wagy.

The young rencher tied up the calf until 1t was wesped to keep it from getting
back with the mother cow, P9It took about four days to Wesn a calf,” said Bomes. Fifter
that time he would go dewn to the water hole amd drink and then mosey cut om the range

and sating grese and forget ell about him memma',
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Bones, who was very young when he was working on Panhendle ranches in the days
tefore law and order came, hes good reason to remember the Vigilsntes who took the
rlace of the "law® in thoee daye. The Hegro cowboy, slnce the death of "Sicillety Bill®
Jolmgon of Cansdisnm, 1s the last person to ¥now the password of the Vigllantes.

Fhen Bkillety Eill died, persons interested Lut,,ha history of the Panhandle wenk
through his personal effects. Among his pepers they found the motation that Bones was
the only pergon left kmowing the password. These same personas went to Bones and asked
for the password, btut he refused. "I sm golng to keep my word until I die," he said,
"and then my pipers will be left to the moseam. The password will be among them."

Aecording to Bomes, Skillsty Bill got his name becanss he worked on the Frying Pan
Ranch. Oowboys from the Fanhandle ranches in the sarly daye went to Mobeetie (eerly
Ewestwater), adjacent to Fort Elllott, to "celebrate®. Negro women In the families of
colored troops staticned at the army post wonld see Bill Jehmnson coming and say "Thers
comes that Skillety (their versiom of Frying Fan) Bill fellow®.

Skillety Bill figured in one of the most lmportant splscdes 1n Bones' 1life. The
Hegro boy was working at the time in old Greer County, which was a part of the "neutral
Strip¥, locally called a second "No Manfg Lend®. EBones, young and inexperienced, had
hired out to wrangle horeses for a certain cattlezan.

(me day, while he was tending the horses and minding his own btusiness, TVigilantes
rode up and ssked him, "ire you worklng for those cattlesen down the oresk?" Bones
admitted that he was. Befors hs could say, "Jack Robinacom®, the Vigilantes jerked him
up and sterted to hang him on the nesrest tree. They had slready hanged the two white
men menticned to other convenlent trees.

(mne of them Bones ¥mew to be innocent. He was only & young boy who had come inte
the country looking for work two or three days beforas, m}n like himself, had hired
out to the first mem that offered him a job. Bat the mimm: entching both of the
white men with a herd of stolen cattle, tock only circumstantial evidence into consider—

ation and hanged them both.
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Bones was certain that they were going to ad! him to their victims, when Skillety
Bill spoke up in behalf of the colored lad, saying that he was a mere boy, Wrangling
horses for the boss and only carrying ocut orders of the cattle thief, whom he had taken
to be & bong fide catileman.

ny red-baired men astride m limb of the tree gave the rope arcund my neck a rough
Jjerk," Bomes vividly recalled;” and sald, 'iw, ceme on, let's get it over with'; Tat
Skillety Bill saved my life.”

After this nmarrow escape, Bones weat into Oklahoms (then the Indisn Tarritory) and
po mocessfnlly "lost" himself that his own family and others thought him dead. At last
he vemtured back inte Greer County. Walkisg throogh the streets of a Panhandle town,
which hs refuses to nsme, he ceme face to face with the sheriff (Sklllety Billl,

The sheriff leoksd at him closely snd finally aedid, "I thooght yoa were dead. How
long are you golng to be herat"

"0nly & little blt—a few days®, Bones replied.

The sheriff started off down the street, turmed back, and sald, "How long did you
say you wers going to be in town? Did you sayla llttle bitrem

Eones, snewered gquickly, *Tes, sir, & littls bit®. He kmew what would happem to
him if he 4id not get omt of town in & ®little bit'-—and bhe got.

The plonesr Wegro troncho-tmster kmews cowbey life as few white persons now living.
He was an interested listemer around the campfires of nearly every ranch in the ?mhmdlh
He hesard many & lurid tals arcund a cow-chip blaze--words that cen not be repeated in
the hearing of lediee or im polite society. "Every horse, every man, btread and other
artieles of the camp, had a nickmame, oftem ummentioneble in mived groups, “he sald,

Bones recalls an incident that ocourred durimg & visit of Mre. Charles Goodnight
to a camp cme day. One of the cowboys, who did net kmow of the lady's presence, sald,
"Eones, bring me up a horae.®

"Fhilch cmel®

"that old--," the cowboy stopped suddenly and clapped his hand over his mouth,
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preventing the escape of the horse's unmentionsble name when he saw Mrs. Goodnight stand-
ing there. "You kmow which ome I want, "he added significantly.

Bones benors and reveres the plonesr women of his beloved Fanhendle, because they
helped him ae they helped mo many others. Whem the cowboys tormented him—ss they were
plways doing in some fRshion--they took his part and made the white boys stop shooting
blank cortridges at his feet or whatever they were doing to him at the moment.

It waa one of those pioneer women who teunght Bomes not to Yemss™. His favorite
ty word was "I'God"—=a corruption of "by God". This ploneer mother caze to him oms day
and gaid, "Bones, young Bob 1s taking up your speech and I don't want him to sey 'I'Ged!.
I com'% kesp hism from eaying it as long as hs hears you, so I'm golng to have to break
you of the habit, If you'll guit, I'11 buy you a Sunday suit.®

Bones wanted that smoit. When Bob repeated the byword, the NHegro boy would sey,
UBeh, white boys ean get suits amy time, tut this the only way that I can get one. Tou
metn't say 'I'God", or I won't get that suit®.

Bones, whoe attends every celebration of old-timers, at one of these recent gather-
inge met the dasughter of one of the plonser familiss for whom he used to work—he fre-
quently associated with the children of the early settlers, especlally the boye. He
reminded her of the time whem she was a very young lady imdeed. At that time she had
never seen a colored parsom,.

"Remewber when you first saw me eating with the other cowboya? "he sald. "Tem
pesked out from bebind your mother's skirt and said, 'Ma=ma, one of them didn't wash
his face'®

Bones said that he usoally ate with the other cow hands. Omes, when someone
objected to the presence of the Negro boy at the same table, a plomeer hoasewife told
the cbjector, "Everyone is treated alike at my table”.

"In the sarly days," Bomes said in answer to & question, "shem & cowboy died on
the trail, mccidentally or otherwise, he was bturied in a hole dug in the sod without

loss of time and witheat much ceremomy. The nsme of the dead man wes sent to his family
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if anyone kmew hls real neme or who his pecple were.

"later, coffing were mede of pine boards. Those who died wars buried as scon as
possible in thoss days, for cbvious reasons. Relatives and friends aat up with the
dend to keep the cats and dogs EwaF.

"Sarvices for the dead were held by a friend or someone who was qualified--later
by traveling preackers. Towns were far spart, and preachers and doctors had to go
miles and miles to serve.these commnities.

®iaetinge"—cimrch services—" were held in the homes of ploneers until clmrches

were btoilt®, he concluded.
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